For Kjell Meling (1941 Meling ( -2005 "We are all Viking marauders!"
To my fellow prisoners I say, Just because the escape tunnel goes on forever is no reason to stop digging.
Stephen Dunn, "Personal"
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Humans are, if anything, meaning-making creatures. Under the constraints and demands of living in the twenty-first century, we turn time and again to the act of storytelling, to narrative constructs of our own creation, to make (or to find, as some might suggest) meaning. At present, given the current knowledge we possess of the animal world, it appears that humans find themselves alone in this activity, particularly suited and adept to its demands. From the earliest instances of cave drawings to the innumerable oral traditions in cultures across the world, from the oldest extant written texts to today's multiplying proliferation of narrative making in songs, films, computer games, blogs, books, poetry slams, and so on-if one thing is clear, it is that we are compelled to tell and retell our stories-to cope, to comfort, to control, to manipulate, to dominate, to heal, to make gestures toward understanding our place in the universe or, at the very least, the appearance of it. Myriad reasons for this intensely human penchant exist, and, needless to say, we make no claim to understand all of the motivations or implications of these complex and at times baffling acts. What interests us the most as literary critics, as professors of English, as fathers and husbands and friends, is how humans deal with the condition of mortality. What we wish to examine is the manner in which a story becomes a way of reconciling the void-for the artist and for the person who enters into the work of art in a posture of partnership and collaboration. As Jim Morrison succinctly (and now famously) put it: "No one here gets out alive." If indeed-as Mr Morrison and the biological facts of our bodies constantly remind us-we cannot continue to live forever, that despite our best efforts at prolonging the inevitable we will not get out of here alive, then how can we begin to place this experience, this thing called "life," in a context that helps us to embrace it, that helps us to further it in ways that lead toward peace and health and wholeness, instead of fragmentation and the violence of certain kinds of dissonance? In other words, with what should we fill our fleeting days of living, and how does a story fit into this way of being "present" in the world?
Questions abound as we move through the mundane moments of daily existence: How does love, or faith, or violence, figure into the ways we choose to live? How do the narratives we consume shape the way we see and interact with the world? How do these narratives encourage us to frame the stories we tell, and to what narratives beyond ourselves do we subscribe? More to the point: How do we make sense, through the act of storytelling, of these befuddling postmodern times? Can story making continue to possess not only meaning but also power and influence given the developments in philosophy and literary theory over the last several decades (that is, deconstruction and anti-essentialism)?
We need only pick up a newspaper, flip on the television, or visit a webpage to bear witness to the current state of things. War rages; AIDS spreads virulently from country to country; famine destroys hundreds of thousands of lives; epidemiologists offer dire predictions about the next flu pandemic; terrorist attacks flare and in their light each night on the news fear-mongers peddle their wares; diseases once thought to be eradicated forever resurface, resistant to antibiotics and vaccines; hurricanes, tornados, tsunamis-with growing power and frequency-recklessly destroy large swaths of the world; religious fundamentalism rears its head, convincing its followers to condemn, and, at times, even to kill in its name; intolerance of all kinds (political, social, religious) rewards its followers if they judge harshly those who do not adhere to the same central tenants and texts; technology continues to find ways to solve and then to create more problems; fossil fuels burn and burn, firing the planet in the bright light of global warming; vast numbers of species of flora and fauna walk into the darkness of extinction at a rate that staggers, sending ripples across the various ecosystems that sustain both human and animal life.
This ill-composed cacophony-made from the fabric of the harm we do to one another and to the other forms of life with which we share this planet-seems to rise in pitch and decibel with no end or solution in sight. The darkness of these times opens like an abyss, a void wracked with pain and doubt and the chilling winds of oblivion. It is this void to which we all wake-some of us choosing to ignore it utterly, others stumbling around its edges, acknowledging the horror of its implications yet turning away with a sense of powerlessness. It is this condition that our storytellers struggle with and against, their responses as vast and different and complex as any of the reactions we have as human beings.
Certain artists chronicle the present moment without comment; some despair, falling into a state of detachment, of numbness; still others celebrate with the masochistic energy of dread; and as incongruous as it may seem, some even find means for hope, for the possibility of change or transformation. In an interview, Li-Young Lee explains that because he has children, "everything's at stake. My final report to them can't be that our true human condition is homelessness and exile. Of course," he adds, "if that's what I ultimately discover, then that's what I'll report. But my hope is that someday I will be a poet of blessing and praise. I need to find my way home, and I need to get there authentically" (6). As odd as it may seem to certain factions in the world of literary scholarship, at least part of Reconciling the Void was born out of concerns similar to that of Lee's. We believe that literature is part of the very fabric of humanity, and, as in any ecosystem, each part impacts the whole. Because of this we wonder what role literary art might play in blessing the world to come? How what we read and celebrate in literature may affect our children, our students, our colleagues, our political leaders, and, in turn, the very shape of the world for subsequent generations? Like Lee, we wish to find a way that is authentic, one that connects literature and home, our stories to the lives we live both in and out of the classroom. What is an authentic way to respond to literature, and what might happen if we take seriously Mary Oliver's claim that "No poem is about one of us, or some of us, but is about all of us." Oliver contends that a poem "is part of a long document about the species. Every poem is about my life but also it is about your life, and a hundred thousand lives to come" (Blue Pastures 109). While such questions and assertions cannot be answered or defended definitively, we argue that for far too long literary critics have ignored these kinds of issues, suggesting that such matters fall outside the boundaries of academic discussion. What we offer in this study is a gesture-one possibility among manytoward the real ways artists combat the devastating forces of the contemporary landscape, ways that can be navigated by the student and scholar to great reward. As we have argued elsewhere, although postmodernity offers a proliferation of narratives that calls into question any univocal meaning based upon an essential center of reference, the rise of fundamentalist thought-be that in the political, religious, or social sphere-appears to hold sway for many, offering comfort for those who do not wish to "negotiate" meaning based upon referential slippage.
1 Increasingly, over the past decade or more, the discourse within political, religious, social, and, sadly, even intellectual spheres has been framed by the construct of duality and dichotomy-an outcome that few postmodern theorists foresaw in the 1970s and 1980s. This limiting structure of power herds all of us into the ark of intellectual and public discourse, two by two, creating a system akin to factory-farming-one which does not possess or allow for the diversity and complexity, the hybridization of human thought and action, so necessary to our health. The corrals and stanchions we find ourselves standing in are labeled conservative or liberal, Republican or Democrat, red state or blue state, patriot or traitor, modernist or postmodernist. The stories we seek to tell are reduced to nametags and sound bites. Our very movements-both physical and intellectual-are boxed in, leading to atrophy. Given the strictures of the present system, the possibility of our lives is truncated radically, and it would be our contention that art-with its potential to change the ways people think and feel and live-is often irreparably damaged when scholars and teachers attempt to make it fit into a particular theoretical box. 2 The popular media must carry part of the blame for this polarization. Twenty-four hours a day, television doles out journalistic "debate" that has little to do with the act of listening or consideration. The nuances of daily living that flesh out any full and fulfilling picture of the contemporary landscape are seldom acknowledged by popular news. Lines are drawn clearly, albeit facilely, and the rhetoric too often is filled with violence and animosity. Generosity or trust in the exchange of ideas or perspectives seems as quaint and archaic as a novel by Charles Dickens. This is the age of the gladiatorial shouting match where nothing is resolved, where no middle ground is sought, no compromise parlayed into something greater than its opposing parts for the possibility of growth. Whether it is Bill O'Reilly on Fox or Chris Matthews on CNBC (or any of the other programs that dominate print, television, radio, and Internet media, for that matter), the format remains the same: (1) simplify the issues; (2) bring in a political leader or representative from the right and the left; (3) give each representative the scantest of time (in reality, only enough time to reel off pithy clichés and "talking points"); and (4) encourage all who are involved to shout and interrupt each other, obliterating any chance for the possibilities that dialogue might hold. Perhaps none of this would be much cause for concern if it were not for the ubiquitous nature of this kind of "news" coverage and its impact upon our educational system. Sadly, even our intellectual discourse and study have begun to take on the worst accoutrements of this model-in both universities and privately funded think tanks. We must remember that over the past 20 years the growth in programming and the variety of delivery systems (cable, digital, satellite, Internet) has multiplied at a pace few could have imagined in the first half of the twentieth century. The world we live in now seems to have materialized out of the pages of some outlandish 1930s science fiction magazine, and at present, the vast majority of people in the Western world receive their information from kinetic sources that flash with an energy and a penchant that is maddening. Needless to say, future generations are being shaped in a radical fashion by these influences, and we already can see the impact in the ways we draw lines and use theory within literary criticism.
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Theory, by its very nature, is monolithic. When Derrida, Levinas, Habermas, Lyotard, or some other renowned philosopher or theoretician maps out his or her philosophical concerns and accompanying answers to those concerns, he or she seldom attempts to build bridges toward theoretical counterparts. While they may use the work of some other philosopher who has come before them to distinguish the ways in which their own position differs, they do not offer the opposition-a "theoretical" enemy of sorts-a seat at their table, a slap on the back for a point well made, the warm embrace of solidarity. (Aren't we all trying to make sense of our journey?) In fact, it appears that Harold Bloom's Oedipal beliefs may prove more apt among theorists than the artists he wrote about in The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry (1973) . Theorists have become the new intellectual prophets of the day, espousing philosophical visions that help their followers see the world "the way it really is." Theory resembles science in its desire to validate itself through various forms of reason, and while we would never suggest that rational thought in and of itself is a bad thing, we do wish to point out that most humans do not think or act rationally with any consistency. Rather, humans exist as an admixture of a wide range of forces. Take a sojourn through the halls of nearly any graduate school and you are likely to find devout xiv Postmodern Humanism in Contemporary Literature and Culture followers of particular genres of theory, and like any new converts, the fervor with which these graduate students espouse and argue for their particular "prophet" and theoretical "religion" is rather impressive. But how long can such fervor last? While the newly converted burn brightly with hard-edged conviction, where might they go with their disillusionment at discovering that the professor who has championed Marxist thought actually drives a Jaguar and lives in a gated community? How do they negotiate the news that a leading feminist thinker danced her way through graduate studies at a strip club? Is it similar to the way Christians must accommodate the "sins" of their spiritual leaders-hating the sin but loving the sinner? The point here is that humans are always "fallen" creatures, if we may borrow and remake for other purposes this term from Christian theology. Theory has the power to affect the ways we think and act, but ultimately, theory lives in an ideal world where ideas do not gather mud on their feet, where the range of needs and desires we have as humans do not hold sway. As Jim Harrison comments in his brief memoir, "Tracking," "Scholars can talk of 'belief systems' but the brain is welter, not a linear construct" (273).
Even more distressing is the fact that for some in this profession the idea that one's life beyond a text plays an integral role in one's reading of a text essentially invalidates the critic's interpretation. For example, recently ecocritics have come under fire because the very thing they study is the thing they love. As the ecocritic delves into Thoreau or Muir or Carson, often he or she will tell us about some lived experience-a backpacking trip, something they saw from their home in the woodsthat relates to the text under consideration. Such patterns of connection are deemed by some as unprofessional and out of bounds. Michael P. Branch explains that he questions "any call to arms that would solve the problem of lightheadedness among nature writers and ecocritics by suggesting that hiking or playing music or loving the subject of study (all of which have recently become targets) constitutes a form of intellectual enfeeblement" (43). The humanities have long been plagued by a sense of insecurity when their scholarly endeavors are compared to those of the sciences. Over the past half century, we have seen the language of science borrowed by a range of literary critics; we have seen an increasing desire on the part of the academy to divorce the humanities from the very thing that comprises its essence in the first place: human experience. Human relationships not only comprise the study of literature, but they also affect it. If we agree that there are only levels or degrees of "objectivity," not some pristine place where all human concerns and desires fall away, then we should not find ourselves loosening our collars and wiping sweat from our brows when we compare the work we do in literary study with research on diabetes or cancer. (As it has been shown, even science-with its greater degree of objectivity-is not free from human concerns. What diseases are studied, what programs are funded, what populations are examined-all of these issues are far more subjective than some would care to admit.) 3 Where once postmodern philosophers like Jean-François Lyotard believed a proliferation of narratives would flourish, leading to multiplicities-to a range of discourse that might offer the possibility for liberation and freedom-we bear witness instead to a reduction of narratives based upon the premise of polarization and an economic model-which Fredric Jameson anticipated in his writing about late capitalism-that "sells" the goods of duality to an ever-growing and ever-eager audience. Instead of a range of viewpoints that demonstrates the disparity and complexity of human perspectives, the "two-party system" of popular intellectual life dominates and dictates to the exclusion of nearly all else. This kind of thinking also encourages dichotomous ways of knowing, a black and white approach to the world that demands that we march artists into specific, opposing categories in which they have become classified and entrenched, filing them under neat titles and labels, their sole purpose as evidence that our theories function as we alleged they would. Strangely, although much postmodern theory champions the idea of multiplicity, of the constructed nature of borders and the delimiting quality of definition, many practicing critics will boldly state that certain artists are either postmodern or they are not, that certain theorists should be used to examine a literary text while others are excluded because of the categories they place them into. Like the talking heads of television debate who seldom respond to one another-instead offering opposing monologues that dismiss the far more valuable possibilities of dialogue-at present we have far too many scholars dismissing one another because theory has become the essential and essentializing text within our profession.
What we hope to offer in this book is not a dismissal of theory; it is a valuable source and a way of knowing that has been explored and highlighted in volumes too numerous to count. (In fact, we would argue that no act of interpretation can take place without some kind of theory, whether it be recognized or not.) However, the concerns and passions that drive the writing of this book-while clearly constructed upon the foundation of an amalgamation of theory 4 -have little to do with highlighting any particular theoretical perspective. What engages us in this moment is the manner in which artists and storytellers at work today create particular responses to the human condition-and how these xvi Postmodern Humanism in Contemporary Literature and Culture responses, when examined with a collaborative posture that wishes to make meaning not undo it-proffer interpretative possibilities that work within as well as outside of the academy. What these artists have in common is that they believe (and we certainly agree) that their poems and stories, songs and films, are merely gestures toward the big questions that have plagued humankind in every century, and like these artists, our interpretations should not be seen as authoritative. As readers, we, too, are making gestures, working our way through these texts, trying to make meaning within a particular context that encompasses as many spheres of our lives as possible.
While such a confession on the part of the critic might have caused great consternation at one point in our profession's history-perhaps even our own personal history as literary critics-we hope that it does little to contribute to the anxieties and worries of a scholarly community already wracked with the problems of an egregious job market, a shrinking publishing industry, and a position that can only be described as perilous when we look at a broader culture that at best shakes its head at what we do and at worst ignores it completely. Even if the critic cannot speak with absolute authority, he or she does a great service-not just to the profession but also to the world of story beyond the profession. After all, as we read and interpret, as we attempt to make meaning, the possibility for connection, for community, for relationship looms before us. What binds human to human, community to community, country to country are our stories. The chasm of everyday existence can only be bridged as we listen to one another, as we judge the relative worth of differing artistic and scholarly voices, as we speak to our students, our spouses and partners, our friends about why this film or song or novel made such a difference for us.
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In A Primer to Postmodernity (1997), Joseph Natoli contends that "postmodernity has questioned the authorizing and legitimizing of both faith and reason, opting for the view that both offer stories of reality, none of which can validate a precise correspondence between themselves and what may actually be going on in reality" (15). While postmodernity clearly questions the ultimate authority and legitimacy of faith and reasonrecognizing the power that resides in their stories, but contending that neither can conclusively demonstrate an absolute knowledge-postmodern dogma and doctrine cannot deny that many who dwell in the contemporary landscape continue to use both epistemological forms to help guide their way in daily living. It appears that the majority of us choose by default a middle ground between faith and reason where neither the modern nor the postmodern ultimately wins the day, and the fact that neither faith nor reason may be proved or disproved conclusively causes little consternation in the general populous. More to the point, it would appear that postmodernism's own dogmatic assertion that we cannot know "reality" in any absolute manner-a position that is difficult to dismiss on a theoretical plane-does not, then, acknowledge or highlight in the same fashion the fact that all of our endless negotiations with the demands of the human condition finally are based in a faith of sorts.
The difference between acknowledging the constructed system in which we live, the essential artifacts of the nonessential culture and language systems that compose our "reality," and the ways in which we must navigate the day-to-day demands of living as human beings-replete with emotional, spiritual, psychological, and physical needs-might best be illustrated by the following two poems that focus on language and the manner in which some of us approach wordplay to meet our aforementioned and all-too-human needs. The first poem, "Tattoo," examines the radical dissonance and sweeping distance between a more theoretically charged approach to linguistic signification that keeps the body's lived experience at arm's length and an approach that sees language as part of the body, rooted in our most base knowledge and physical practices.
Tattoo
Try telling the boy who's just had his girlfriend's name cut into his arm that there's slippage between the signifier and the signified. Or better yet explain to the girl who watched in the mirror as the tattoo artist stitched the word for her father's name (on earth as in heaven) across her back that words aren't made of flesh and blood, that they don't bite the skin. Language is the animal we've trained to pick up the scent of meaning. It's why when the boy hears his father yelling at the door he sends the dog that he's kept hungry, that he's kicked, then loved, to attack the man, to show him that every word has a consequence, that language, when used right, hurts.
(Davis, Some Heaven 71) When the poet says that "Language is the animal / we've trained to pick up the scent of meaning," he emphasizes the animate qualities of language, the fact that it is a living and ever-changing medium. In addition, it is the "scent of meaning," not meaning itself that language has been trained to pick up. Meaning-the exact, precise idea or thought we wish to communicate-may never be attainable in its most pure, Platonic sense, but the fact that we do make gestures, at times successful ones, toward communicating love or hatred or forgiveness, does suggest that the "slippage between the signifier / and the signified" may not be as important as the flawed meaning conveyed in the imperfect use of language. The second poem, "Spelling Test," acts out one of the earliest encounters many of us have with language in its written manifestation. Who among us cannot remember studying our weekly spelling words, attempting to remember if the rule is i before e or if the f sound is made with an f or a ph? More to the point, the initial recognition that the language we have been using-the words that our parents have spoken while reading our favorite story to us or that we have begun reading to ourselves as we try to make sense of comic books and chapter books-is dazzling and literally life-altering. Our ability to identify and enter fully into a written system of communication, comprised of individual markings that somehow coalesce to form sounds that in turn represent images and ideas that move us, that make us laugh, that frighten us, that change the way we think about our very physical existence, seems improbable, yet such "miraculous" events transpire daily as we train and instruct our children to become part of such a system.
Spelling Test
The mother makes the boy repeat the word aloud three times, asks him to roll the sounds out upon the edges of his tongue, the much talked of tip. She tries to demonstrate the logic of the letters following in a line, how each hugs the next in friendship, fastens part of its own life to the life of its neighbor: their voices in conversation, heads bent out of windows, arms resting on top of fences.
Together they build something bold or something shy, that despite their demeanor holds fast to meaning. The boy's hands grow tired, clinched so tightly white forms around the knuckles, until the word has passed, until at last he lets go, sees language can't be corralled. It's the lips after all-a smile, teeth showing, tongue wet, and words slipping out to taste every good thing we might remember.
(Davis, Some Heaven 90)
As this poem demonstrates, language can and does create stress as we attempt to master it. If we try to think metacognitively about language at the very same moment we attempt to use it, most of us fall miserably on our linguistic faces. The high priests and priestesses who guard the gates to language acquisition-linguists and language poets, semiologists and deconstructionists-may wish to highlight the constructed nature of language, but as we use language pragmatically in our dayto-day dealings, the best most of us can do is to try to see through language, like a window, to the thing it seeks to describe or communicate; it is the thing on the other side of language's pane of glass that we are moving toward in our relationships with one another. In Standing by Words (1983) , Wendell Berry contends that "love makes language exact, because one loves only what one knows" (61). Building upon Berry's contention about the relationship between love and language, we argue that language is used most honestly, with the most integrity, when we are attempting to move toward someone in verbal relationship. In other words, language relies upon trust in some form of relationship when we hope to communicate with precision. One need only compare a loving parent trying to explain to his or her child about a grandparent's sickness or death to a politician explaining his or her latest fiscal plan. What might the windowpane look like in each of these examples?
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Like these kinds of professionals, while we recognize the flawed nature of language, acknowledging the seams where the threads of words unravel in deferment, ultimately we seek connection and unity. Once we witness the ways in which a story or a film or a song may come undone, word rubbing against word in the friction of (mis)reading, we are compelled to return to the commonalities of human experience and the overarching desire for meaning and relationship that offers not only hope for the future but in many ways also serves as the loadstone in the arch that carries us across the chasm of alienation as we confront the void. It is our aspiration to treat the artists that we engage in this book in a similar fashion to the doctor who seeks to understand a patient, to make a connection that allows for communication and the possibility of healing that comes with understanding. What might happen if we begin to think of understanding and comprehension within literary studies as a form, or at the very least, a means for healing? Aren't the literary arts, at least in part, about confronting what haunts us and what plagues us?
Let us be clear: when we refer to meaning-making in these contexts, we are not talking about performing interpretative acts with the kind of "certainty" that leads to perfunctory relationships and dogmatism. As Mark Strand says of his parents' reading habits, "Both my parents were avid readers of nonfiction, pursuing information not just for enlightenment but to feel in control of a world they had little say in. Their need for certainty was proportional to their sense of doubt. If one had factsor what passed for facts-at one's fingertips, one could not only banish uncertainty but also entertain the illusion that one lived in a fixed and static universe, in a world that was passive and predictable and from which mystery was exiled" (48). Far from seeing the universe as static and the world as passive and predictable, we are drawn to forms of story and literary art that grapple with the mystery of our existence, with the unpredictable and fleeting nature of it. Moreover, language itself, while potentially clear and lucid, may be the glass through which we see what ultimately is beyond us and beyond our comprehension. Like Emerson, we see language as a gesture not a concretized act. It seems to us as readers, as critics, as humans in relationship with others, that one of the outcomes of narrative and the interpretative acts that serve as an accomplice to narrative is the trust that is implicit in interpretation and how that trust joins us not only to the artist but also to each other.
We contend that trust should be seen as an ethical category for the study of narrative. The act of storytelling requires trust of those involved: the reader must trust the writer; the writer must trust the reader. And such a relationship ultimately spreads in a circle as we come into contact Introduction: Necessary Negotiations xxi with the community of readers who have shared the experience of a particular book or film or play. Inevitably, both the writer and the reader will make mistakes; both the writer and the reader will betray each other during the act of interpretation. But if we are to come to an understanding of a given text, each party involved must forgive the other, must move beyond vengefulness or self-pity to continue to make gestures toward interpretation that bring us a little closer to shared meaning. Language is a series of negotiations rooted in a finite and imperfect system. Yet language is necessary for the creation of community, which is fundamental to the human condition.
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How does reading a particular narrative make any difference in the life of the reader? How might art hold out the possibility (or possess this possibility within itself) to change or transform a reader? How do we talk about transformation or reconciliation or consolation in the contemporary landscape, because surely we continue to turn to narrative for these gifts? And, finally, do such questions suggest that we continue to live under the precepts of modernist humanism, or has a shift occurred in certain factions, transforming humanist thought in significant ways? As Ihab Hassan passionately implores in Paracriticisms (1975), "I believe that an answer must go beyond our current shibboleths: disconfirmation, decreation, demystification, deconstruction, decentering, depropriation, difference, etc. Perhaps we need to go beyond Irony (as Nietzsche sometimes did), beyond the current aversion to Wholeness and Meaning, to some working faith in . . . What?" (xv).
As we have suggested elsewhere, perhaps the most significant difference between modern and postmodern humanism is the transparency of postmodern humanism. Postmodern humanism openly acknowledges that, in the absence of a "given" center of value agreed upon by all peoples, it creates a center of value, that it constructs a position that reveres all life. Unlike historic Western European discourse that first placed value on human life because of its belief that humanity was created in the image of God, postmodernism feigns no assurance that "truth" may be founded on the knowledge of providence or science or any other grand narrative that wishes to establish itself as the essence or center on which discourse may be grounded. The differences between modern and postmodern humanism finally boil down to the issue of essence: one believes in a fixed, essential reference point while the other,
